One of my own first studies of population health in the Netherlands dealt with regional variations in mortality. Since the late 19th century, various reports had indicated that mortality rates were higher among Roman-Catholics than among Protestants in the Netherlands, and this was confirmed by our study of mortality during the 1950s to 1980s. We found that mortality was consistently higher in those parts of the country which had remained predominantly Roman-Catholic, due to an accidental treaty line during the Dutch war of independence against the Spanish in the early 17th century. This association could not be explained by the slightly lower average income of Roman-Catholic areas, and although it gradually diminished over the decades was still clearly present in the early 1980s. We also found survey data indicating that Protestants smoked and drank less than Roman-Catholics, and more often fastened their seat-belts while driving their cars. We did not hesitate to ascribe this to Calvinist attitudes.
As a matter of fact, the ideal country for investigating the association between this particular religious contrast and health is Switzerland. Protestants and Roman-Catholics have lived peacefully together for centuries, in both French-and German-speaking parts of the country, so it should be feasible to do a thorough study of mortality and morbidity differentials. Furthermore, Swiss precision guarantees good statistics. It appears, however, that the most recent study looking into this dates back to the 1940s and early 1950s-when RomanCatholics had a distinctly higher mortality rate. 6 In view of the on-going secularization process an update of this historical study would be most welcome.
We live in a world where religion has become more, not less important for politics. Religion has again become a major source of conflict, both within and between countries. It is likely that religion will also remain an important factor in population health, if not in the form of a divide between Protestants and Roman-Catholics then in the form of other divisions. Even if health disparities between the traditional religious denominations of Europe are something of the past rather than of the future, documenting and explaining them will help us to develop a better understanding of how religion may affect population health, and therefore remains an important topic in public health research.
